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JO RAPHAEL, JOANNE O’MARA, BEN WHITBURN, EDWIN 
CREELY, KATE ANDERSON AND JULIANNE MOSS  
ENCOUNTERING DIVERSITY 
DRAMA AS A DEMOCRATIC PEDAGOGY TO PREPARE INCLUSIVE-
MINDED TEACHERS 
INTRODUCTION 
I wish teachers would have patience and learn from the child, ask them 
questions, and that the teacher could learn from the child. 
Alex –Actor Fusion Theatre Company, 2018 
…and I think that is what we are doing, we are making them much more 
aware and we are working towards making change. People are going to 
become much more aware of it a bit earlier on in the game and you won’t 
go through this bullshit of ignorance and bullying in schools. 
Andrew–Actor Fusion Theatre Company, 2018 
We’ve got the whole world to change though and it is all over the place. It 
is a big job. I think we’ve all seen people with disabilities on TV more 
often these days and we are a part of that change.  
Katrina –Actor Fusion Theatre Company, 2018 
 
The voices above are from three of the actors from Fusion Theatre Company 
(Fusion), as they reflect on their work with pre-service teachers. Fusion is an 
inclusive theatre company for people with and without disability located in 
Dandenong, Victoria. As well as creating original theatre works for public 
performance, Fusion actors have been presenting professional development 
workshops for pre- and in-service teachers since 2008. In these workshops the 
actors use their own narratives to provoke conversation and deep thinking about 
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education. More specifically, the actors are motivated to promote teachers’ 
awareness of inclusive education—to encourage teachers to listen and learn from 
their students, to increase awareness of what schooling might be like for someone 
with a disability, and to change circumstances for people with disabilities. As 
Katrina said, ‘It is a big job’.  
The Encountering Diversity Project places people with disability at the centre 
of professional practice knowledge and the teaching and learning process. The 
centerpiece of this project is the Teaching for Diversity Workshop (Diversity 
Workshop). This university-based workshop, co-facilitated by actors with 
disability from Fusion enables pre-service teachers to experience a range of 
drama, applied theatre arts-based activities focused on educational inclusion. The 
workshop embraces “a very different notion of learning space that makes 
education flexible enough to respond to the context of communities and students” 
(Slee, 2011, p. 157). In the workshops, the actors’ narratives of their experiences 
at school are explored through drama processes to open up critical questions for 
investigation about the power relationships in schooling. Participants “bear 
witness to injustices” (Slee, 2011, p. 155) experienced by the actors. The drama 
work enables the participants to take the roles of different characters in the story 
that is told, as other students, or as teacher. This gives them the opportunity to 
think through how they might respond. In this project, our work with pre-service 
teachers is aiming to develop their dispositions towards a more inclusive stance 
through shifts in inclusive mindedness.  
 In the various workshops that have constituted this project for over ten years, 
pre-service teachers (mostly not from a background in drama or performance), 
university lecturers, directors and actors (both with and without disabilities) have 
come together. This workshop is a drama-based encounter, built on embodied 
interaction and first-hand experience. It has had a transformative impact on pre-
service teacher participants, as is evident in the extensive data collected from 
participants (Raphael & Allard, 2012; Raphael, 2013; Raphael, 2014). As some pre-
service teachers do not know anyone with an intellectual disability, the encounter itself 
is unusual, and the workshops provide a safe place to deconstruct the notions of 
disability and inclusion (Danfort & Rhodes, 1997). For the pre-service teachers the 
constructs of disability and inclusion that are part of academic discourses in teacher 
education have become uniquely embodied in the close realities of being with those 
who have experienced marginalisation. 
In this chapter we position the Encountering Diversity project theoretically in 
the discipline of disability studies in education and consider how the lived 
experience of disability enables the actors to work effectively in the Diversity 
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Workshop. The theoretical resources of philosopher Emmanuel Levinas are 
deployed to frame the Diversity Workshop as an ethical encounter of the face-to-
face, highlighting both the pedagogical and ontological dimensions of this 
iteration of the research program. The workshop is framed as a creative space of 
possibility where transformation is possible: participants gain new understandings 
about inclusive education and are challenged to work towards a just educational 
settlement. We consider the implications of this for pre-service teacher education.  
A Complicated Entanglement 
Discrimination is an increasingly complicated entanglement of disability, 
gender, sexuality, nation, ethnicity, age and class (Goodley, 2013, p. 643). 
The challenge of responding to marginalisation is a complicated entanglement. 
Scholarly incursions into disability to identify and untangle the threads of 
discrimination lead beyond the discipline of disability studies in education (DSE). 
DSE owes an enormous debt to materialist theories of disability, such as the social 
model from the UK (Oliver, 2009), that has driven scholarly and legislative 
developments by locating disability as a societal barrier, rather than one primarily 
reduced through medical intervention and treatment. In recent years there has been 
both a critique and movement towards greater agential understanding and 
positioning for people with disability. The positioning of ‘medical’ versus ‘social’ 
as binaries, for example, ignores the complexities of intersectionality, of confronting 
the multiple forms of discrimination that can and do affect some people living with 
disability. As Goodley noted, their disability is entangled with gender, sexuality, 
nationality, ethnicity, age and class. In the Diversity Workshop, we unravel aspects 
of these entanglements, as each actor’s experiences and their narratives intersect with 
moments of discrimination located across multiple grounds, such as going to school 
in Australia speaking another language, being a woman, and coming from a low 
socio-economic background. People with disability do not have a singular identity. 
Theoretically, the turn to ontology in qualitative enquiry (St. Pierre, 2013) 
encourages researchers to question the underpinnings of conceptual representation. 
Disability over the past decade has subsequently been deconstructed through a re-
emphasis on the body, impairment, and the embodiment of social impairment 
(Goodley, 2013) with the support of diverse theoretical resources, including feminist 
theory (Garland-Thomson, 2005), phenomenology (Michalko, 1999), queer theory 
(McRuer, 2006) and postconventional perspectives (Whitburn, Moss, & O’Mara, 
2017).  These influences have seen the proliferation of scholarship and research that  
taps into relational facilitators  engaging people with disabilities directly, positioning 
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them as leaders and experts. The Encountering Diversity project draws on similar 
emergent theories to highlight instances of how alternative approaches to supporting 
inclusion are possible. 
The Encountering Diversity project also draws on an affirmative model of 
disability which has arisen from the disability arts movement (Swain & French, 
2000). Disability Arts is a powerful way for positive identity to be expressed.   
The Encountering Diversity project is an example of critical inquiry into disability 
representation critique and issues that are not well served by teacher education 
research and/or practice. It is well reported in the international literature that the 
training of pre-service teachers to work with students with diverse needs is poorly 
understood by graduating teachers (Mayer et al., 2017; Florian, Young & Rouse, 
2010; Moss & Harvie, 2015). 
  The Fusion actors, empowered as artists through theatre, are able to project 
“images of strength and pride, the antithesis of dependency and helplessness” (Swain 
& French, 2000 p. 577-8); a non-tragic and affirmative view of disability are part of 
the transformation of teacher education research that has struggled to counter deficit 
renderings of people with disability and diversity.  
The Encountering Diversity Program of Research  
The Encountering Diversity Project is designed to reinvigorate inclusive 
practices in higher education by bringing together professionals in health, education 
and applied theatre, to share practices, skills and understandings with each other to 
advance the field. It is part of a larger program of research designed and implemented 
by Raphael over the past decade (Raphael & Allard, 2012; Raphael, 2013; Raphael, 
2014). During this iteration of the research program, the Diversity Workshop was 
presented several times across three Australian universities, once in New South 
Wales and twice in Victoria. Data, in the form of written responses to questions, 
were collected from pre-service teacher participants immediately after each 
workshop. The pre-service teachers were also invited to participate in small focus 
group recorded interviews. Post-workshop discussions with the co-researchers 
(academics from education, health and the Fusion actors) were also recorded and 
transcribed. 
The Fusion Theatre actors involved in this project come together on a weekly 
basis as members of an inclusive ensemble to participate in drama and make theatre 
for public performance. Some of the actors have been involved in the ensemble for 
over twenty years. Over the last decade, as an adjunct to their theatre work, eight of 
the actors have worked together with their director to devise and present the 
Diversity Workshop for pre- and in-service teachers. 
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The Diversity Workshop contributes to a re-framing of education more broadly, 
and the dismantling of exclusion, through an innovative research partnership. People 
with disability take up the rights for inclusion in education by taking on the 
responsibility of teaching teachers. While the Diversity Workshop is concerned with 
the rights of children to an education, it is also an exercise in the rights of people 
with disability to speak into the space of the education of teachers in their preparation 
for inclusive education. Slee (2011) offers four broad propositions for approaching 
inclusive education: re-framing the field, re-righting language, re-searching for 
inclusion and re-visioning education (p. 154). With Fusion actors as workshop 
leaders and co-researchers, this project is also about researching for inclusion, 
recognising the importance of “voice and insider leadership and perspective” (Slee, 
2011, p. 154), both in the workshop and in the related research. 
Part of the re-visioning that Slee proposes, is education for democratic citizenship 
and an “apprenticeship in democracy” (2011, p. 154). This is where the drama 
approach taken in this workshop becomes an interesting proposition. Drama and 
democracy are not strange bed-fellows. Drama, as a pro-social art form, is a 
democratisation of learning, according to Neelands (2009), when it includes the 
uncrowning of the power of the director/teacher and shared absorption in the artistic 
process of dialogic and social meaning making. Drama, together with theatre, he 
suggests, is the “quintessential social art form,” and “this quality is also essential to 
its educational uses” (Neelands, 2010 p. 139). Drama as a pedagogical approach can 
lead to participants’ social and political development, because the coming together 
of people to make and share drama demands “collective artistry, negotiation, 
contracting of behaviour and skilful leading” (Neelands, 2009, p. 175). Furthermore, 
drama offers “a model of how to live in the world” (p. 175). These affordances of 
drama pedagogy position drama itself as an ideal form that resonates with the 
proposition for a political project designed as an “apprenticeship in democracy” 
(Slee, 2011) and the movement towards more equitable participatory learning. 
The workshop as an apprenticeship in Democracy 
The Diversity Workshop begins with a range of physical drama activities that 
encourage mixing and small group improvisation in response to problem-solving 
tasks related to the broad themes of diversity and inclusion. Midway through the 
workshop, each of the Fusion actors takes a turn to share personal stories of their 
experience in education, and in doing so ‘bear witness to injustices’ experienced 
(Slee, 2011, p. 155). These narratives raise critical questions for investigating power 
relationships in schooling.  
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Forming groups inclusive of at least one Fusion actor, participants work together 
to identify and discuss different obstacles to inclusion in schools. Each group is asked 
to choose one of these obstacles and to create a short, rehearsed improvisation that 
shows a problem. The requirement that each scene includes a teacher ensures that 
both the role of the teacher in relation to this obstacle and how they may be complicit 
are considered. Drawing on techniques from Forum Theatre (Boal, 1995), characters 
in the scene are chosen and asked to reveal their inner thoughts, or are interrogated 
by the audience. Sometimes the scene is re-played to try out an alternative ending 
that may help to remove the barrier to inclusion. Used in this way, the drama 
becomes critical thinking in action.  It involves all present—actors, academics and 
pre-service teachers—collectively working towards a deeper understanding of how 
obstacles to inclusion originate. The drama provides a means for examining the 
implications of different courses of action that a teacher might take as they work 
towards more inclusive teaching practices. For example, in one scene created by the 
pre-service teachers we see a teacher instructing her class and setting a task which 
they begin to work on in pairs. All the while, one student is seated apart from the 
others with an integration aide.  The aide attempts to explain what the teacher has 
said and the student continues to work separately from the rest of the class. At the 
end of this scene the audience members are asked to identify the barriers to inclusion. 
Some see a problem in the presence of the integration aide, whose close proximity 
and attention to the student marks them as different.  Others find fault in the teacher’s 
attitude in not including the student in the explanation and pair work. Some notice 
that none of the other students have attempted to include the isolated student, or that 
no-one has bothered to ask them for their opinion. In order to gain insights into what 
the various key roles in this scene are thinking, each is questioned in turn and the 
responses are illuminating. 
Forum Theatre is one technique from Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (1979), a 
critical approach to theatre that is informed by Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970). The applied theatre approach adopted for the workshop is a form of critical 
pedagogy, one that “liberates the mind and the imagination and thus begins the process 
of social transformation” (Prentki & Selman 2000, p.39). The performance-making 
task that asks participants to focus on obstacles to inclusion, is what Freire calls 
“problem-posing education” as we turn our attentions to “the problems of human 
beings in their relations in the world” (1970/2011, p.79). For the Fusion actors, the 
applied theatre approach with which they are familiar, is enabling. It is a process 
whereby “those whose voices typically go unheard in any given society or 
community, discover the confidence and means by which to articulate their own 
unmediated sense of the material reality in which they are compelled to live” (Prentki 
& Selman 2000, p.39). In Freire’s terms this is ‘conscientisation’, participants are 
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not only becoming increasingly aware of the cultural and political forces that 
impinge upon their lives but are able to take action to make change. 
While the actors find their voice in and through this drama process, the greater 
affordance of drama is that it is “the art of togetherness” (Neelands, 2010, p.131). In 
this case drama brings together people with disability, pre-service teachers, 
academics and researchers – face-to-face in a pedagogical encounter. All participants 
coming together to reflect and act in this workshop positions them as co-intent on 
learning about teaching inclusively. The drama workshop provides the opportunity 
for what Freire (1970/2011) refers to as a dialogical theory of action. Participants are 
enacting what Freire would call “co-intentional education” (p.69), wherein teachers 
and students come together for common reflection and action, and as subjects, we 
“meet to name the world in order to transform it” (Freire 1970/2011, p.167). 
The Diversity Workshop as an Ethical Encounter of the Face-to-Face  
The philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, has written extensively about the notion of the 
face-to-face in ethical encounter (Levinas, 1969). By this he meant the face (or the 
presence) of a human who might otherwise be seen unreflectively as object but 
becomes a living and unique being that is experienced socially, bodily and ethically. 
Pre-service teachers who participated in the workshop emphatically experienced the 
face-to-face, and in this ethical encounter there was understanding through 
reflexivity about how exclusion and inclusion operate implicitly and explicitly at 
both experiential and social levels. In turn, this may engender critical social action 
about inclusion and disability (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009), as these pre-service 
teachers move into school systems that can systemically exclude and treat those with 
a disability as other. 
The Diversity Workshop might also be seen as an inimitable third space where a 
group of actors with disabilities, who are otherwise be excluded from tertiary and 
intellectual spaces, become deliberatively included through their empowerment as 
teachers, leaders and presenters. Effectively, this can challenge and resist the 
construction of disability as deficit and posits instead a notion that those with a 
disability have agency and capital. It could also be understood as a recolonization of 
teacher education and training spaces as open to diversity and in which there is a 
normalisation of difference (Baglieri & Knopf, 2004). Bhabha (2004) saw this third 
space as a liminal space or a place of ‘between-ness’ in which new identities form, 
alternate practices emerge and taken-for-granted cultural structures are subverted. 
Clearly, in the liminal territory of the Diversity Workshops, the taken-for-granted 
identities that surround disability, the teacher and the leader are brought into critical 
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focus and repositioned such that disability is separated from deficit and there is a 
broader notion of participation. 
A Right to Educate 
 Disabled teachers embody pedagogies of justice, 
interdependence, and respect for differences. Teaching (with) 
disability reveals spaces in education that often get silenced. 
(Anderson 2006, p. 368). 
Throughout this book, authors have emphasised the universal right to access an 
inclusive and equitable education. Extending on this notion, we contend that people 
with a disability also have a right to be meaningfully included in the education of 
professionals who will one day work with them. Nonetheless, teachers with 
disability remain disproportionately underrepresented across all education sectors, 
with discriminatory attitudes, unfair remuneration and limited avenues for workplace 
adjustment all cited as major roadblocks to equality (Anderson, 2006; Lepkowska, 
2012; Pritchard, 2010). Lepkowska (2012) warns that systemic barriers ultimately 
deprive learners with and without disability of important role models and diversity 
encounters throughout their education – experiences that lay the foundations for an 
inclusive society. 
Inclusive thinking is recognised as an important threshold concept for pre- 
professionals in education, health and human services, yet it represents ‘troublesome 
knowledge’ for many learners. This is due to the way it challenges many students’ 
pre-existing values around charity, specialised services, and the ‘curative’ role of 
medicine or the ‘remedial’ role of special education. Morgan (2012) points out that 
social work students are often drawn to the disability sector from a desire to ‘help 
others’, and yet their core values around what constitutes help for people with 
disability may be in opposition to emancipatory and social-model paradigms. 
Exposure to someone’s lived experience of disability can be a powerful catalyst for 
students’ journey across this threshold. 
Actors as Pedagogical Agents 
Not all inclusive education encounters are equal. During the Diversity Workshops, 
Fusion artists embody multiple definitions of the term ‘actor’ – they are both 
professional performers, but also key participants in the process – in this case, the 
process of transformational learning. We identify the authenticity of their lived 
experiences as a critical ingredient in this learning process. As one of our actors 
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Andrew reflected, “I think it brings them [student participants] to a state of mind that 
they realise some of the difficulties that a future student of theirs is going to  have.” 
The benefits of learning from actors with intellectual disability have been widely 
reported across the health and human services literature. For instance, healthcare 
students have demonstrated significant improvement in their attitudes, confidence, 
and clinical skills for working with patients who have disability, following workshops 
or clinical simulations given by actors with an intellectual disability (Thacker et al., 
2007; Hall & Hollins, 1996; Tracy & Iacono, 2008). Thacker et al. (2007) also noted 
that the learning experiences students shared with actors encouraged “a more 
thoughtful and thorough approach” (p. 19) to their practice, and seemed to protect 
against misdiagnoses and diagnostic overshadowing in students’ future encounters 
with patients who had intellectual disability in the community. Thacker and 
colleagues described poignant moments where actors with intellectual disability 
prompted incidental and unexpected learning opportunities for healthcare students, 
for example when genuine communication breakdown occurred or students 
overlooked a person’s socio-economic reality. Additionally, they also described 
prior situations where non-disabled actors playing the role of a person with 
intellectual disability had unintentionally colluded with students in negative or 
stereotypical assumptions about that population (Thacker et al., 2007). Such cases, 
both positive and negative, reinforce the importance of positioning people with 
intellectual disability at the centre of such educational encounters.  
In sharing their stories of personal triumphs and injustice, the Fusion actors are 
instrumental in re-writing the education narratives of future educators. Speaking of 
his motivation as an actor in teacher training, Andrew explains:  
…this is a cause to me. This affects me personally, this one. Because as you 
know from my story, I was treated pretty badly in school. So, I'm hoping to 
continue this [teaching work] and really make a difference in education 
circles.  
Healthcare, education, retail, media and law are all sectors where people with 
intellectual disability report frequent discrimination, exclusion and even trauma. 
Through innovative pedagogies such as forum theatre, people with intellectual 
disability can play an active role in re-visioning these industries as sites of inclusion, 
and empowering future professionals to be effective inclusion practitioners.  
CONCLUSION 
Taking the knotted cords of living life as an actor with a disability, embodying a 
nuanced framing of critical disability studies, and looking to transformative teacher 
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education practices, invites significant ontological (re)thinking on issues of 
diversity. This chapter is a working example of how one program of research in 
collaboration with Fusion Theatre and university-based educators across both health 
and education are open to entanglement to reconfigure difference to ameliorate the 
enduring barriers that exist for people with disability.   
Face-to-face encounters with people who have a disability in valued roles can be 
powerful in shifting students away from stereotyped and prejudicial assumptions 
(Tracy & Iacono, 2008; Pritchard, 2010). However, one caveat is that privileging 
extraordinary voices in a community (for instance, an exclusive reliance on talented, 
articulate, and well-connected actors) may subjugate the voices of the most 
disadvantaged and marginalised, such as those with profound disability, psychosocial 
disability, or those experiencing social isolation, thus maintaining a skewed 
perception of people with disability by the emerging professional (Cowden & Singh, 
2007). Pioneers in this area have expressed concerns that invited educators with 
disability cannot be representative of a broader disability population (Bollard, Lahiff 
& Parkes, 2012), and therefore the individuality of experience should be openly 
acknowledged. In undertaking an inclusive pedagogy, program directors should 
scrutinise the impact of convenience and managerial gatekeeping on their 
recruitment of collaborators with intellectual disability. It may be necessary to 
troubleshoot ways that marginalised members of this population can also contribute 
to meaningful teaching and learning, and a living educational agenda that is critically 
disposed.  
The Diversity Workshop offers one example of a pedagogical encounter that 
responds to guiding questions of justice and rights within inclusive education: ‘”Who 
speaks for whom?”; “With what authority?”; and “To what ends?”’ (Slee, 2011, p. 
112). The Encountering Diversity Project places actors with disability at the centre 
of professional practice knowledge, and as part of a democratic teaching and learning 
process. Through their willing participation as teachers and co-researchers, the 
project embraces the right for people with disability to have a voice not only in 
teacher education, but in the broader program of research for inclusion. 
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